DOCUMENT RESUME 



ED 470 417 



CG 032 045 



AUTHOR 

TITLE 

PUB DATE 
NOTE 



PUB TYPE 
EDRS PRICE 
DESCRIPTORS 

IDENTIFIERS 



Wiley, Mary O’Leary; Baden, Amanda L. 

The Life Cycle of Birthparents : Future Directions for 
Counseling Psychologists . 

2002-08-00 

lip.; Paper presented at the Annual Me'eting of the American 
Psychological Association { 110th, Chicago, IL, August 22-25, 
2002 ) . 

Information Analyses (070) -- Speeches/Meeting Papers (150) 
EDRS Price MFOl/PCOl Plus Postage. 

^Adoption; ^Biological Parents; ^Counseling; ^Followup 

Studies; *Life Events 

Loss 



ABSTRACT 

Birthparents are the least studied, understood and served 
members of the adoption triad. Birthparents are also often the invisible 
members of the adoption triad. For some this is by preference, and for others 
this is an artifact of a system that has traditionally required invisibility. 
This manuscript briefly reviews the limited and interdisciplinary literature 
on the lifelong experiences of birthparents. Much of the research attempts to 
predict relinquishment among adolescents considering adoption. Longer-term 
follow-up research is comprised mostly of retrospective studies of clinical 
populations. These findings, though not representative, indicate that 
birthparents feel a sense of loss up to thirty years following the 
relinquishment of their child. Counseling and research implications are 
discussed, including the importance of studying and providing services to 
international birthparents, birthf athers , and domestic birthmothers . 

(Contains 16 references.) (Author/GCP) 



Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 
from the orieinal document. 



032045 



The Life Cycle of Birthparents: 

Future Directions for Counseling Psychologists 
Mary O’Leary Wiley and Amanda L. Baden 

Independent Practice Montclair State University 

August 26, 2002 

Presented at the Annual Convention of the American Psychological Association 

Chicago, IL 



Mary O’Leary Wiley, Independent Practice, and Amanda L. Baden, Department of 
Counseling, Human Development and Educational Leadership, Montclair State 
University. The authors express appreciation to members of the Adoption Team (Karen 
O’Brien, Kathy Zamostny, and Richard Lee) for helpful feedback. Correspondence 
should be addressed to the first author, (510 49**’ Street, Altoona, PA, 16602, 
wileyS 10@aol.com). 



U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
Office of Educational Research and Improvement 

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION 
CENTER (ERIC) 

□ This document has been reproduced as 
received from the person or organization 
originating it. 

□ Minor changes have been made to 
improve reproduction quality. 



• Points of view or opinions stated in this O INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 

document do not necessarily represent ^ ^ 




PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS 
BEEN GRANTED BY 



EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 



The Life Cycle of Birthparents: Future Directions for Counseling Psychologists 
Birthparents are the least studied, understood and served members of the adoption 
triad. Birthparents are also often the invisible members of the adoption triad. For some 
this is by preference, and for others this is an artifact of a system that has traditional 
required invisibility. This manuscript briefly reviews the limited and interdisciplinary 
literature on the lifelong experiences of birthparents. Much of the research attempts to 
predict relinquishment among pregnant adolescents considering adoption. Longer term - 
follow-up research is comprised mostly of retrospective studies of clinical populations. 
These findings, though not representative, indicate that birthparents feel a sense of loss 
up to thirty years following the relinquishment of their child. Counseling and research 
implications are discussed, including the importance of studying and providing services 
to international birthparents, birthfathers, and domestic birthmothers. 
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The Psychology of Adoption: Challenges and Opportunities for Birthparents 
Mary O’Leary Wiley and Amanda L. Baden 
Birthparents are the least studied, understood and served members of the adoption 
triad (Reitz & Watson, 1992). Based on the estimation that up to five million Americans 
are adopted, it can be inferred that up to ten million people are birthparents of Americans, 
birthparents both fi"om the United States and fi"om other countries. Birthparents are often 
the invisible members of the adoption triad. For some, this is by preference, and for 
others, this, is an artifact of a system that has traditionally required invisibility. 
Historically, services provided for birthparents have been offered with a primary focus on 
the relinquishment of their child and post-adoption services generally have been limited. 

The field of Counseling Psychology(Gelso & Fretz, 2001; Whiteley, 1999), with 
its focus on understanding people within their life context (person-environment 
interaction models), on helping people experiencing predictable life crises, and on 
viewing development from a multicultural perspective, is a field that has much to offer in 
the understanding of birthparents. Most of all, a counseling psychology paradigm allows 
us to recognize a lifespan model for birthparents: that the impact of being a birthparent, 
lasts throughout the lifespan (e.g., Haugaard, Schustack, & Dorman, 1998). 

The theoretical and empirical literature regarding birthparents has been developed 
in a variety of professional and academic disciplines and in a number of countries (such 
as Canada and Australia). Disciplines contributing to this literature have included 
psychology through the seminal work of Ann and David Brodzinsky and the impressive 
work of Grotevant and his colleagues in studying adoptees and to a lesser extent 
birthparents (Brodzinsky, 1990; Brodzinsky, & Schechter, 1990), as well as the fields of 




3 



psychiatry (Condon, 1986; Rynearson, 1982), social work (DeSimone, 1996), and child 
welfare (Blanton & Deschner, 1990; Chippindale-Bakker & Foster, 1996). Integration of 
this interdisciplinary literature on birthparents has been very limited in part because of 
the paradigmatic differences in research and practice among disciplines. 

For example, social work literature has tended to focus on factors that lead a 
pregnant woman to relinquish, the psychiatric literature has tended to focus on 
impairment seen in birthmothers years after the relinquishment, and clinical psychology 
literature has explored the effects of openness on all members of the triad, including the 
birthparents. There is very little, if any, literature using a preventive framework, little if 
any literature on psychoeducational program outcomes, and too few studies that look at 
longitudinal outcomes for birthparents. 

Politically, birthparents during the latter part of the 20* century have spoken out 
in an attempt to move themselves from a sinful and shamed position in society to 
birthparents as empowered partners in the making of an adoption plan for their child 
(Cole & Donley, 1990). Enlightened adoption agencies have followed suit and have 
begun to expand the voice of the birthparent in making an adoption plan. Private 
adoptions through legal intermediaries are often undertaken with the birthparent (usually 
birthmother) being the sole decision maker regarding choice of placement. And though 
birthparent clients report that having a voice at placement empowers them in many ways, 
it does not prevent the predictable lifespan issues that occur for birthparents. Therefore a 
lifespan paradigm from Counseling Psychology is a needed perspective for this 
population. 
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There is a solid body of research and clinical literature that discusses the grief 
experienced by birthmothers upon relinquishment (DeSimone, 1996), Winkler and van 
Keppel (1984) described the social isolation, family rejection, changes in residence and 
employment, and severe stress experienced by birthmothers. Birthmothers experience a 
wide variety of conflicting emotions such as denial, confusion, fear, shame, anticipation, 
pride, and sadness. Sorosky et al. (1978) noted that 82% of the birthparents they surveyed 
ten to 33 years after the closed adoption placement of their child wondered about the 
child's appearance, personality, and attributes, and about the type of care the child was 
receiving from the adoptive family. DeSimone (1996) surveyed 450 birthmothers and 
found that thirty four percent never had other children. 

Some studies have found positive outcomes for relinquishing birthmothers at 
follow-up. Namerow, et. al., (1997) surveyed teenage mothers four years after giving 
birth and found that those who decided to place their child for adoption had more 
favorable outcomes on sociodemographic outcomes such as level of education, income, 
and health. (My personal belief is that relinquishing is often the best choice for these 
birthmothers and that it most likely does lead to positive sociodemographic outcome 
while at the same time leading to emotional stresses and, for many, perhaps even 
resiliency. However to date, no research has studied these variables in a sample 
simultaneously.) 

Birthfathers are an even more invisible group to study in relation to long-term 
effects. Ciccini (1993) did a study of 30 Australian birthfathers and found that only 17% 
of the men reported feeling positive about the relinquishment, with most remembering it 
as a distressing experience. 
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Counseling can be sought by birthparents and birthfamily members at any point in 
their lives. This treatment may be prior to the relinquishment to request help in decision- 
making and grief. Counseling may be during the relinquishment process to request help 
in dealing with the pain of loss or reconfirming the decision. It may also be at any point 
in the future, and may or may not be directly related to the relinquishment. However, the 
relinquishment is always part of the birthparents’ histories, and as such, is relevant to 
nearly any concern throughout their lives. 

Clinical interventions can include writing a letter for their child and deciding 
whether to give it to the adoptive parents, writing a letter to the adoptive parents, and 
participating in a support group for prospective birthmothers through a reputable agency 
or support network. Research has demonstrated that the provision of counseling 
following a relinquishment of a child for adoption assists birthparents in their adjustment. 
Individual counseling, group programs and psychoeducational programs can be designed 
and offered to birthparents who are experiencing difficulty (Rynearson, 1982), as well as 
at times in a birthparent’s life when the relinquishment is likely to be prominent. 

Times that birthmothers report to be especially significant for them include the 
child’s birthday (especially significant birthdays), his/her assumed first day of school, 
events such as assumed First Communion or Bar/Bat Mitzvah; Confirmation; graduation 
dates, etc. Holidays and Mother’s Day can be reminders of loss and grief They also 
identified subsequent children, grandchildren and their milestones as serving as a 
reminder of the relinquished child. These can also serve as triggers for birthparents and 
birthfamily members to seek counseling services. 
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We as counseling psychologists must be aware of the invisible birthparents within 
our midst. Intake forms should be designed with birthparent responses in mind (e g., 
asking clients to complete a form that requests number of children prior to meeting their 
therapist can be difficult). Sensitivity to possible birthparents in the audience when 
counseling psychologists speak to groups on parenting issues must occur. 

Further research is needed that broadens the samples, instruments, and 
methodologies used in birthparent research. For example, samples should be drawn from 
the broadest pool possible. Much of the current research has been completed using 
clinical samples or samples recruited from adoption reform organizations. These 
sampling techniques may have led to a pathological bias in the findings that are important 
to remedy in future research. Instrumentation has most often included self-report 
surveys. Follow-up research using the sample surveys or validated assessment 
instruments would improve the quality of the literature (See Lee, this symposium). 
Instruments to measure issues related to birthparents need to be developed, and those 
instruments already developed (e.g., DeSimone, 1994) need to be used across samples. 

Though research has developed dramatically over the past decade, it has relied 
nearly exclusively on written surveys and personal interviews. Future research needs to 
include more sophisticated qualitative and single subject designs, statistical analyses 
beyond percentage reporting, and more longitudinal and programmatic research with 
birthmothers, birthfathers and other birthfamily members. Researchers and should use 
both sociological and psychological outcome measures such as educational attainment, 
income level, number of future children, future marriages, as well as measures of 
depression, grief and other clinical symptoms. 
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Most importantly, research on the experiences of birthmothers and birthfathers 
that are relinquishing internationally needs to be undertaken. Reasons for relinquishment 
by international birthparents need to be assessed, including poverty, civil unrest, financial 
incentives and urban migration. The lifelong effects and outcomes need to be assessed for 
international birthparents with no less consideration than for domestic birthparents. 
Further research will result in the formulation of professional intervention strategies 
suited to effective counseling for birthparents. Future research needs to include a move 
toward incorporating theory into research on birthparents, particularly within a 
developmental, lifespan framework focusing of resiliency. Finally, all future research 
must incorporate multicultural sensitivity into the treatment of subjects, design of 
research itself, and research questions. 




9 



8 



References 

Blanton, T. L., and Deschner, J. (1990). Biological mother’s grief; The postadoptive 
experience in open versus confidential adoption. Child Welfare, 69, 525-35. 

Brodzinsky, A. (1990). Surrendering an infant for adoption: The birthmother 

experience. In D. Brodzinsky & M. Schechter (Eds.^, The Psychology of 
adoption. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Brodzinsky, D. M. & Schechter, M. D. (Eds). (1990). The Psychology of Adoption, 
New York: Oxford University Press. 

Chippindale-Bakker, V., & Foster, L. (1996). Adoption in the 1990s: Sociodemographic 
determinants of biological parents choosing adoption. Child Welfare, 75. 337- 
355. 

Cicchini, M. (1993). The development of responsibility: The experience of birthfathers 
in adoption. West Australia: Adoption Research and Counselling Series Inc. 

Cole, E., & Donley, K. (1990). History, values and placement policy issues. In D. 
Brodzinsky & M. Schechter (Eds ), (1990I The psychology of adoption. New 
York: Oxford University Press. 

Condon, J. T. (1986). Psychological disability in women who relinquish a baby for 
adoption The Medical Journal of Australia, 144, 117-19. 

DeSimone, M. (1996). Birth mother loss. Contributing factors to unresolved grief 
Clinical Social Work Journal, 24, 65-76. 

Gelso, C. J. & Fretz, B. R. (1992). Counseling Psychology. Fort Worth, TX: Harcourt 
Brace. 

Haugaard, J. J., Schustack, A., & Dorman, K. (1998). Birth mothers who voluntarily 
relinquish infants for adoption. Adoption Quarterly. 2, 89-97. 

O 

ERIC 



10 



9 



Namerow, P. B., Kalmuss, D. & Cushman, L. F. (1997). The consequences of placing 
versus parenting among young unmarried women. Marriage and Family Review 
25(3/4): 175-197, 1997. 

Reitz, M. & Watson, K. W. (1992). Adoption and the family system: Strategies for 
treatment. New York: Guilford. 

Rynearson, E. K. (1982). Relinquishment and its maternal complications: A 
preliminary study. American Journal of Psychiatry, 739,338-340. 

Sorosky, A., Baran, A., & Pannor, R. (1978J. The Adoption Triangle.^ Garden City, NY: 
Anchor Press/Doubleday. 

Whiteley, J. M. (1999). The paradigms, of counseling psychology. The Counseling 
Psychologist, 27, 14-31. 

Winkler, R. C. & van Keppel, M. (1984). Relinquishing mothers in adoption: Their 
long-term adjustment. Melbourne, Australia: Institute of Family Studies. 




n 




U.S. Department of Education 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) 
National Library of Education (NLE) 
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) 




REPRODUCTION RELEASE 

(Specific Document) 



I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION: 




II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE: 

Inorder to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the monthly 
abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, and electronic 
media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is 
granted, one of the following notices is affixed to each document. 

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified documents, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom 
of the page. 



The sample sticker shown below will be The sample sticker shown below will be The sample sticker shown below will be 

affixed to all Level 1 documents affixed to all Level 2A documents affixed to all Level 2B documents 



PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS 
BEEN GRANTED BY 




PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN 
MICROFICHE. AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA 
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY. 
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 




PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN 
MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 












TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 


1 




2A 




2B 



Level 2A Level 2B 

□ □ 

Check here for Level 1 release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 2B release, permitting reproduction 

and dissemination in microfiche or other ERIC archival and dissemination in nxcrofiche and in electronic media for and dissemination In microfiche only 

media (e.g., electronic) and paper copy. ERIC archival collection subscribers only 




Documents will be processed as indicated pro\nded reproduction quality permits. 

If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1 . 



/ hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate these documents 
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system contractors 
requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction b)fibraries and other service agencies to satisfy 
information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries. 





III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE): 

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of these documents from another source, 
please provide the following information regarding the availability of these documents. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it 
is publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are 
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.) 



Publisher/Distributor: 



Address: 



Price: 



IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER: 

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and 
address: 




V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: 



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: ERIC Counseling & Student Services 

University of North Carolina at Greensboro 
201 Ferguson Building 
PO Box 26171 

Greensboro, NC 27402-6171 



However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being 
contributed) to: 



O 

ERIC 

hmmirnfrriiam F*088 (ReV. 2/2003) 



ERIC Processing and Reference Facility 
4483-A Forbes Boulevard 
Lanham, Maryland 20706 



Telephone: 
Toll Free: 
FAX: 
e-mail: 
WWW: 



301-552-4200 

800-799-3742 

301-552-4700 

info@ericfac.piccard.csc.com 

http://ericfacility.org 



